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Abstract
The Policy Research Working Paper Series disseminates the findings of work in progress to encourage the exchange of ideas about development 
issues. An objective of the series is to get the findings out quickly, even if the presentations are less than fully polished. The papers carry the 
names of the authors and should be cited accordingly. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in this paper are entirely those 
of the authors. They do not necessarily represent the views of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank and 
its affiliated organizations, or those of the Executive Directors of the World Bank or the governments they represent.
Policy Research Working Paper 8802
Policy makers are increasingly searching for ways to allow 
more disadvantaged students to access and complete higher 
education. The quickly growing (quasi-)experimental liter-
ature on policy interventions in higher education provide 
the opportunity to identify the causal effects of these inter-
ventions on disadvantaged students and discuss inequality 
mechanisms at the last stage of the educational system. The 
paper reviews 75 studies and rigorously compares more than 
200 causal effects of outreach and financial aid interven-
tions on the access and completion rates of disadvantaged 
students in higher education. The paper finds that out-
reach policies are broadly effective in increasing access for 
disadvantaged students when these policies include active 
counseling or simplify the university application process, 
but not when they only provide general information on 
higher education. For financial aid, the paper finds that 
need-based grants do not systematically increase enrollment 
rates but only lead to improvements when they provide 
enough money to cover unmet need and/or include an early 
commitment during high school. Still, need-based grants 
quite consistently appear to improve the completion rates of 
disadvantaged students. In contrast, the evidence indicates 
that merit-based grants only rarely improve the outcomes 
of disadvantaged students. Finally, interventions combining 
outreach and financial aid have brought promising results, 
although more research on these mixed interventions is 
needed.
This paper is a product of the Education Global Practice. It is part of a larger effort by the World Bank to provide open 
access to its research and make a contribution to development policy discussions around the world. Policy Research 
Working Papers are also posted on the Web at http://www.worldbank.org/research. The authors may be contacted at 









































or  a  more  recent  meta‐analysis  (Sneyers  &  Witte,  2018)  have  assessed  the  effects  of 
interventions  on  outcomes  of  any  young  person  in  higher  education.  In  contrast, we  only 























 The  present  review  discusses  75  studies  that  provide  causal  estimates  of  the  impact  of 
outreach  and  financial  aid  interventions  on  access  or  completion  rates  of  disadvantaged 
students in higher education.  Outreach interventions are defined as policies that target youth 




for  higher  education.  In  this  category, we  discuss  universal,  need‐based, merit‐based,  and 
performance‐based  grants,  loans  and  tax  incentives.  Finally,  we  discuss  the  effects  of 
interventions  which  have  combined  outreach  and  financial  aid.  In  addition  to  outreach 
interventions  and  financial  aid  policies,  a  number  of  other  interventions may  help  reduce 



















costs of higher education attendance have  risen dramatically over  the  last  years and have 
raised public concern about affordability. In the U.S., between 1985 and 2015, average tuition 







St.  John, 2002).  Large unmet  financial need makes  students more  likely  to work and  for  a 
substantially higher number of hours (Scott‐Clayton, 2012). In turn, investing many hours in 
paid work reduces the time students can devote to study and has been shown to be associated 
with  longer  time  to  graduate  and with  a  higher  probability  of  dropout  before  graduation 
(Choitz & Reimherr, 2013; King, 2002).  
2.2 Unsuitable academic preparation 
A  lack  of  academic  preparation  may  be  a  major  barrier  for  disadvantaged  students’ 








This  lower  level  of  initial  academic  credentials  can  also  hinder  graduation  from  higher 












Focusing  on  the  literature  which  evaluates  expectations  about  earnings  before  students 








of  social origin  (Avery & Kane, 2004), or  that overestimation of  returns  is  stronger among 
students coming from advantaged social backgrounds (Abbiati & Barone, 2017).  
Regarding  the estimated cost of higher education,  the empirical  literature has consistently 
shown  that  high  school  students  tend  to  overestimate  higher  education  costs  (Abbiati  & 
Barone, 2017; Avery & Kane, 2004; Loyalka, Song, Wei, Zhong, & Rozelle, 2013) and suggests 










male candidates were  found to be  less  likely to complete the FASFA even when they were 
eligible for it (Kofoed, 2017). Although the complexity of the aid application process has been 











are  more  uncertain  and  time  distant.  If  some  students  give  more  priority  to  immediate 
rewards, this may negatively impact enrollment decisions, time devoted to study and dropout 
behavior  (Lavecchia et al., 2015).  In sociology,  the  relatively  short  time horizon of working 
class students has been put forward to explain why these students are diverted away from 






costly  to  compare  (Jabbar,  2011).    This  may  be  especially  relevant  in  the  case  of  higher 
education where  the  lack of  structure makes  it especially difficult  to navigate  for  students 
(Scott‐Clayton, 2011).  
Thirdly, the status quo bias suggests that people rely heavily on routine and on the default 












decision‐making  processes  (by  the  lack  of  resources,  information  sources,  lower  reference 
points, etc.)  or that they are more affected by the consequences of suboptimal choices (Scott‐
Clayton, 2011). However, the emerging literature suggests that these mechanisms are helpful 




Three main  criteria  have  been  used  to  select  relevant  articles  and  reports.  First,  we  only 
selected  studies  that  look  specifically  at  the  impact  of  an  intervention  on  disadvantaged 
students.  We  only  included  studies  evaluating  interventions  that  were  either  targeted 
specifically at these groups or were broader in scope but investigated the heterogeneity in the 
effect of the interventions and provided estimates on these groups. Second, we only included 
studies  with  a  (quasi‐)experimental  design.  A  “naïve”  comparison  between  educational 
outcomes of students participating in an intervention, and those who do not, is likely to lead 
to biased estimates, especially in the case of interventions targeted at disadvantaged students 
who  differ  from  other  students  in  many  observed  and  unobserved  characteristics.  Thus, 
selected  studies  build  either  on  randomized  controlled  trials  (i.e.  formal  experiments),  or 
quasi‐experiments  that  analyzed  a  counterfactual  using  appropriate matching  techniques, 
instrumental variables, difference‐in‐differences or regression discontinuity methods. Finally, 
we  only  selected  evaluations  of  interventions  which  provided  estimates  on  students’ 
behaviors in higher education (enrollment or graduation). We excluded all studies which only 









research  organization MDRC,  the National  Center  for  Postsecondary  Research  (NCPR),  the 
non‐profit organization ACT and The National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER). Once we 






12  studies  which  evaluate  interventions  for  which  the  (quasi‐)experimental  evidence  is 
currently too scarce to be discussed in a literature review are not presented here. We thus 




(quasi‐)experimental  designs,  and  the  countries  where  the  interventions  were  evaluated 
among  these  75  studies.  Randomized  experiments  are  the  most  common  methodology 
implemented,  followed by  regression discontinuity  and difference‐in‐differences design.  In 
addition,  the  (quasi‐)experimental  literature  on  outreach  and  financial  aid  comes 
overwhelmingly from North America and no less than 60 studies evaluate an intervention from 













For  each  of  these  articles,  we  coded  the  experimental  design,  the  characteristics  of  the 
intervention  (place,  duration,  content),  the  nature  of  the  sample  (eligibility  criteria  for 
participation,  assignment  to  control  and  treated  group,  etc.),  and  the  outcomes  selected 
(effect  size,  standard  errors,  timing  of measurement, model  used  and  baseline  in  control 
group). The selection and coding of the studies was first carried out by one coder (allocated 
at  random)  and  a  second  coder  then  reviewed  the  initial  codes.  In  cases  of  conflict,  we 




graduation  rates.  In order  to  report only  the most  comparable estimates, we defined  four 
main  rules  to  select  them.  First,  we  reported  the  effect  on  enrollment  rates  which  are 
measured immediately after high school graduation or after participation in the program since 
it  was  most  often  provided.    Conversely,  we  selected  the  longest  time‐frame  available 
regarding graduation rates. Since this review focuses on how to improve graduation rates of 

























we  only  reported  estimates  related  to  enrollment  or  graduation  in  public  institutions,  if  a 
distinction between public and private was made.  
3.5 Analysis 
We decided against a  formal meta‐analysis  that can estimate an average effect size of  the 
interventions. There is a large diversity of studies involved, with different interventions and 












































of  outreach  interventions,  which  primarily  aim  to  facilitate  access  to  higher  education. 
Nevertheless,  it  is  crucial  to  know  whether  disadvantaged  students  who  entered  higher 
education after participating in an outreach program were able to eventually graduate and 
this should clearly be addressed more often in the future. Finally, outreach interventions are 


















enrollment,  depending  on  the  characteristics  of  interventions.  As  shown  by  figure  2, 
interventions providing disadvantaged  students with additional  information  only on higher 




of disadvantaged students and more than half  found an  increase  in enrollment rates by at 
least 10%.  
   
























brought  little  improvement  in  widening  access  to  higher  education  for  disadvantaged 
students. In the U.S., providing information on aid eligibility and application in tax preparation 
offices (Bettinger, Long, Oreopoulos, & Sanbonmatsu, 2012) or sending high school seniors 
text  messages  on  the  financial  benefits  of  financial  aid  (Bird,  Castleman,  Goodman,  & 








personalized  information  about  costs  and  loan options,  had even a negative effect  on  the 
enrollment  behaviors  of  low‐income  admitted  students,  although  this  effect  was  not 
statistically significant (Rosinger, 2016). Even a more intensive intervention which provided 
personalized information on the costs, benefits and chances of success  in higher education 
through three meetings did not  improve access of disadvantaged students  in  Italy (Abbiati, 
Argentin, Barone, & Schizzerotto, 2017).  
Among the eight studies reviewed, only one found a large positive impact on enrollment rates. 







that  beliefs  about  the  costs  or  returns  to  higher  education  are  “sufficiently”  biased  to 
represent  a  barrier  for  disadvantaged  students  only  in  specific  national  or  educational 
contexts. If so, information campaigns  can have an impact on access rates, but only if access 
to information on financial aid and costs of higher education is extremely limited. The only 





this  issue.  It  is  interesting  to  see,  for  example,  that,  a  recent  intervention  in  the U.S.  that 
provided  semi‐personalized  information  about  returns  to  higher  education  to  high  school 
students  (through  a  web  platform)  reported  major  difficulties  in  mobilizing  schools  and 
students  to  participate.  In  three  years,  only  25  schools  out  of  300  agreed  to  join  the 
experiment despite active outreach, and in the participating schools, students made very little 





Another  hypothesis  would  be  that  students’  beliefs  about  higher  education  do  not 

















to  be  able  to  enroll.  Even  when  additional  information  increases  college  intentions  and 
application behaviors, it may be that the lack of support during the application process hinders 
the chances of disadvantaged students making successful applications. 
Finally,  further  research  would  be  needed  to  disentangle  the  effect  of  information 
interventions,  depending  on  the  type  of  information  provided.  Providing  additional 
information on returns from higher education in the labor market, on available financial aid, 









the odds of  success may be more efficient  in changing behaviors when  it  is negative  (thus 
leading  to  a  decrease  in  enrollment)  but  has  little  impact when  it  is  positive.  It would  be 
interesting  to  investigate  whether  this  would  also  be  the  case  for  the  other  types  of 
information relevant for higher education decision‐making.  
In contrast, the effect of the interventions which complemented information with assistance 
or  individualized  guidance  on  college  or  financial  aid  application  were  found  to  increase 
enrollment rates of disadvantaged students in most cases (Figure 2 and Table B.3 in Appendix 
B).  Typically,  the  “information  &  guidance”  outreach  interventions  provide  personalized 
advice and support on higher education applications through counselors. In some cases, the 
counseling  program  can  run  over  a  few  years  in  high  school:  An  early  example  of  such  a 
program  is  the  Talent  Search  program,  a  large‐scale  program  in  the  U.S.,  which  provides 
information  and  support  to  disadvantaged  students  from  ninth  grade  onwards.  Using 
propensity score matching, Constantine, Seftor, Martin, Silva, & Myers (2006)  estimate that 
initial enrollment of Talent Search participants in a postsecondary institution was higher by 
18,  4,  and  15  percentage  points,  respectively,  in  Texas,  Indiana,  and  Florida.  Similarly,  In 
Canada, the “Explore Your Horizons project” provided 40 hours of after‐school activities over 
three  years  in  high  school  (Ford  et  al.,  2012).  This  included  guidance  for  disadvantaged 










showed  to  be  efficient  in  diverting  disadvantaged  students  from  short  programs  and 








There  are  several  ways  in  which  these  –  moderately  intense  –  interventions  may  have 










attention  to  the  role of  anticipatory decisions  (Erikson, Goldthorpe,  Jackson,  Yaish, & Cox, 
2005) on academic performance.  
Although  they  are  not  likely  to  increase  educational  aspirations,  short‐term  targeted 
counseling  interventions to support students  in  the application and enrollment period also 
appear to be efficient in raising access rates of disadvantaged students.  Four interventions 
specifically  focused  on  students  after  upper‐secondary  graduation  and  provided  proactive 
counseling  during  the  summer  months  to  low‐income  students.  The  results  highlight  the 
importance of engaging students in available counseling activities as a key factor to improve 
students’ outcomes. Three of these interventions had very consistent and substantial impact 











Sacerdote,  2013).  Only  one  summer  counseling  intervention  did  not  significantly  increase 
enrollment rates of disadvantaged students  in higher education (Castleman & Page, 2015). 
But  even  this  intervention  led  to  an  increase  of  almost  5  p.p.  in  enrollment  in  four‐year 







can,  to  some  extent,  improve  access  outcomes  of  disadvantaged  students.  In  the  U.S., 
Bettinger et al.    (2012)  tested a  streamlined personal  assistance  for  the FAFSA application 
which increased college enrollment of low‐income high school students by 8 p.p. In addition, 





to  $6  per  student,  this  type  of  intervention  is  extremely  promising.  The  outcomes  of 
interventions  that provide personalized  information on  the steps  that need  to be  taken  to 












study,  the  control  group  was  receiving  the  same  number  of  messages  but  with  general 
information about financial aid, so the positive impact of the texts which included “planning 
prompts”  confirms  the  importance  of  complementing  information  with  concrete  logistics 
guidance to efficiently increase access to higher education.  
These  results  are  encouraging  but,  as mentioned  earlier,  the  evidence  on  “information  & 
guidance”  outreach  interventions  come  exclusively  from  North‐America  and  similar 
interventions should be  tested  in other contexts  to confirm the efficiency of  counseling or 
nudging outreach interventions.   
Finally,  there  are  fewer  evaluations  of  intensive  outreach  programs  that  offer  intensive 
academic  tutoring  during  upper  secondary  education.  These  interventions  not  only  try  to 
address  information  gaps  but  also  the  lack  of  academic  preparation  of  disadvantaged 
students. Although limited, the current evidence suggests that these intensive interventions 
may  have  little  impact  on  overall  access  to  higher  education  (Table  B.4  in  Appendix  B).  










as mentioned  earlier, we  found  few  (quasi‐)experimental  studies,  only  four  studies, which 
have evaluated the impact of outreach programs on graduation rates of participants. 
So far, only one study has been able to identify a positive impact of an outreach program on 
graduation  rates.  Constantine  et  al.  (2006)  identified  a  substantial  increase  of  5  p.p.  in 
completion  rates  at  2‐year  institutions  for  participants  of  the  “Talent  Search”  program  in 





Horizons”  intervention  in  Canada  failed  to  find  an  effect  on  graduation  rates.  Since  the 
increase in enrollment rates was exclusively driven by enrollment in  university programs and 
graduation rates measured only four years after expected high school graduation, later data 





































there  is  some  diversity  in  the  educational  contexts  where  the  effect  of  financial  aid  was 






Appendix C).  Large price  reductions  in  community  colleges, which  amount  to at  least  60% 
reduction  of  the  tuition  fees,  based  on  residency  was  found  to  successfully  increase 
disadvantaged students’ enrollment in these institutions but to divert students from four‐year 
institutions    (Denning,  2017).  More  quasi‐(experimental)  evidence  is  obviously  needed  to 
conclude whether  these policies participate  in  reducing  inequalities  in higher education.  It 
may be that universal financial grants, which normally only include a basic application process, 
are more efficient in reaching all disadvantaged students than specifically targeted programs 
which  require  complex  application  forms.  Conversely,  it  may  be  that  socially  advantaged 
students  react  more  to  such  opportunity  and  remain  the  primary  beneficiaries  of  these 
policies.  
More  studies  are  available  regarding  the  effect  of  grants  which  defined  more  stringent 
eligibility  rules.  Figure  3  displays  the  collected  estimates  for  need‐based  and merit‐based 
grants.  Results  on  the  effect  of  need‐based  grants  are  mixed.  Many  studies  find  a  small 




























in  the  United  States  (California),  Richburg‐Hayes  et  al  (2015)  provided  a  one‐time  $1,000 
additional subsidy for enrolling in higher education which increased enrollment at any college 
by 3.5 percentage points (although  it was not statistically significant), and by 5 percentage 
points  for  two‐year  colleges.  Using  a  regression  discontinuity  design,  Castleman  and  Long 
(2013) found that an additional yearly renewable grant of  $1,300  (in 2000$) had a positive 
(+3 p.p.),  but  statistically  non‐significant  effect on higher  education enrollment which was 
mainly driven by an increase in enrollment in four‐year institutions (statistically significant at 
10%).   Bettinger  (2015) also  found a small but statistically significant response to the Ohio 
College Opportunity Grant:  those who  received around $750 more  grant  aid  because of  a 
reform of the aid scheme were 1.5 percentage points more likely to enroll at public, four‐year 










Similarly,  the  temporary  ban  on  all  types  of  federal  financial  aid,  for  students  with  drug 
convictions,  decreased  immediate  college  attendance  by  22  p.p.  although  this  effect  was 
mainly  the  consequence  of  delayed  enrollment  during  the  time  of  the  ban  (Lovenheim & 
Owens, 2014). 
Evidence from Europe seems to confirm that the effect of need‐based aid is only identifiable 
when  the  amount  of  aid  is  large  enough.  In  France,  the  main  need‐based  grant  scheme 
contains different levels of aid. While a fee‐waiver (which amounted to 174 euros) had small 
positive  (statistically  non‐significant)  effects,  an  additional  €1,500  per  year  increased 
enrollments by almost 3 percentage points, and by almost 5 p.p. for enrollment in  the first 





























guarantee  that  disadvantaged  students  have  access  to  them  (Table  C.3  in  Appendix  C). 
Eligibility for merit‐based aid is defined in reference to the academic ability of the students, 























whose  score  would  place  them  in  the  top  25  percent  of  students  state‐wide.  However, 
“Concerned  that  […]  statewide  standard  would  assign  scholarships  largely  to  students  in 
wealthy,  high‐performing  school  districts”,  the  state  decided  that  a  student’s  total  score 
would need  to  fall  in  the  top 25 percent of  scores  in his or her  school district  (Cohodes & 
Goodman, 2014). Thus, although there was no need‐based criterion for eligibility, the grant 
scheme was designed to guarantee that disadvantaged students would benefit from it.  
Regarding  merit‐based  grants  which  are  targeted  to  lower‐income  students,  Kane  (2003) 
found  that  a  merit‐aid  program  in  California  with  a  need‐based  component  increased 



















20  percentage  points  for  college‐intending  students  in  the  lowest‐income  quintile  (Solis, 


















The  available  evidence  further  suggests  that  need‐based  grants  are  often  efficient  in 
supporting the graduation of disadvantaged students (Table C.8 in Appendix C). Alon (2011) 
found that each additional $100 of Pell grant received  in the first year by students coming 
from  the  poorest  families  increases  degree  completion  by  0.6  percentage  points, which  is 
statistically  significant.  Similarly  an  additional  $1,000  in  annual  grant  aid  was  found  to 




bachelor’s  degree  when  they  became  ineligible  for  federal  aid,  although  this  was  not 





































a  minimum  GPA  allowing  students  to  graduate  within  a  reasonable  period  of  time.  The 
evidence  on  disadvantaged  students’  graduation  or  completion  rates  is  however  still  very 




degree  attainment  within  two  and  within  three  years,  by  3  to  4  percentage  points. 
Nevertheless, within four years, the program had increased completion by less than 2 p.p. and 
was  no  longer  statistically  significant.  In  other  words,  the  program  accelerated  degree 
completion,  thus  increasing  efficiency,  but  did  not  increase  overall  graduation  in  the  long 
term.  
Finally, none of  the  three studies which provide causal estimates of  the effect of  loans on 
graduation  identified  a  statistically  significant  impact  (Alon,  2007;  Dunlop,  2013).  Only 















































The other  randomized experiment  tested  in Canada a  combination of  outreach and need‐
based aid (Ford et al., 2014). Students were eligible to receive 40 hours of counseling during 
high school, and a maximum of CAN$8,000 in need‐based aid, deposited during high school 








The  Pathways  to  Education  program  (Oreopoulos,  Brown, &  Lavecchia,  2014)  provided  an 
intensive  multifaceted  support  to  pupils  from  ninth  grade  through  high  school  in  urban 
settings  in Canada. Participants  received  counseling,  free daily evening  tutoring and group 





program  youths  were  19  percentage  points  more  likely  to  enroll  in  any  postsecondary 
education. At the second site where the program was tested, however, the results were much 
more modest as the  increase  in postsecondary enrollment was 4 percentage points, which 







outreach  and  financial  aid  for  making  an  immediate  transition  to  community  colleges 
increased enrollment by more than 25 p.p.  in  these  institutions without diverting students 
from universities (Carruthers & Fox, 2016).  
Only two studies (Andrews, Imberman, & Lovenheim, 2016; Page, Castleman, & Sahadewo, 
2016)  did  not  identify  large  increase  in  enrollment  of  disadvantaged  students  with 
interventions  combining  outreach  and  generous  financial  aid.  Interestingly,  both  were 





The  available  findings  regarding  interventions  that  combine  outreach  and  financial  aid  on 
graduation  rates  of  disadvantaged  students  is  still  insufficient  but  suggests  that  these 












learning  accounts  and Explore  Your Horizons.  This  is  broadly  in  line with  the effect  of  the 




19  p.p.,  despite  its  very  small  impact  on  enrollment  (Page  et  al.,  2016).  Comprehensive 
intervention implemented after enrollment in higher education may also be successful. The 
ASAP program targeted disadvantaged students at three community colleges in New York. In 
return  for  full‐time  enrollment,  the  program provided  students with  free  tuition  and  free 
public  transport.  Students  also  received  a  dedicated  advisor  and  academic  tutoring.  The 
participants were estimated to be 18 p.p. more likely to graduate by three years, effectively 
doubling graduation  rates  (Scrivener et al., 2015). Similarly,  combining a need‐based grant 
with mentoring and career guidance  in one university  raised completion rates by almost 5 
percentage  points,  although  this  was  not  significant  through  the  (preferred)  regression 
discontinuity estimating strategy (Clotfelter et al., 2018). 
7. Conclusion 
The  results  of  the  experimental  or  quasi‐experimental  literature  discussed  in  this  paper 






the  interventions  go  beyond  providing  general  information  about  higher  education. 
Substantial improvements have been identified when disadvantaged students were offered 
personalized  counseling  activities  or  simplification  of  application  tasks,  especially  when 
counselors  actively  reach out  to  targeted  students  to  ensure  their  participation. However, 
neither interventions which only provide additional information nor those including intensive 
academic  tutoring  seem  to  efficiently  raise  higher  education  outcomes  of  disadvantaged 
students. 
Financial  aid  is  more  expensive,  and  the  evidence  on  its  effectiveness  for  disadvantaged 
students  varies  largely  depending  of  the  type  of  aid.  The  evidence  on  need‐based  grants 





significant  part  of  unmet  financial  need  and  determining  such  a  threshold  should  be  an 
interesting question for future research. It also seems that an early commitment of aid, while 
students are still in high school, leads to much larger impact on higher education access and 
this  type  of  grant  could  be  further  tested.  Merit‐based  aid  is  rarely  effective  in  tackling 
inequalities  in  higher  education,  except  when  it  includes  a  need‐based  component  to 
specifically  support  disadvantaged  students.  Conversely,  merit‐based  aid  based  only  on 
academic  results,  without  any  assessment  of  students’  financial  needs,  seems  to  have  no 
effect, and was even found to raise inequality. Regarding attainment, only need‐based grants 
were found to increase graduation rates of disadvantaged students quite consistently.  
Interventions  that  combine  early  financial  aid  and  outreach  activities  are  even  more 
demanding for the public purse. Nevertheless, the experimental literature shows promising 
results on enrollment and completion of disadvantaged students. Since they support students 






experimental  evidence  is needed. Overall,  there  is  still  a  lack of  available evidence on  the 
impact of the outreach interventions on graduation rates. As the problem of dropout in higher 
education has  received  increasing attention,  it  is crucial  to provide causal evidence on  the 
capacity  of  interventions  to  translate  a  higher  number  of  under‐represented  students  in 
higher  education  into  a  higher  number  of  graduates.  Another  shortcoming  of  the  existing 
literature is that there is little variation in institutional settings. Most studies discussed here 
are from the United States, and further research, in other national and institutional contexts, 
is  needed  to  shed  light  on  the  pertinence  of  the  interventions.  To  make  this  literature 
comparable and to be able to draw more precise conclusion on the effect of financial aid, we 











literature  is  encouraging  for  the  institutional  and political  leverage  to  reduce  inequality  in 
higher education. Although some of the inequalities discussed here may arise very early in the 
life  course,  our  results  highlight  the  possibility,  and  perhaps  the  necessity,  to  also  tackle 
education inequalities later. Well‐designed interventions in high school and higher education 
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Outreach  Unpublished  RCT  Finland 
LaLumia  2012  Tax Preferences for Higher Education 
And Adult College Enrollment 
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48a  -4.1b 
a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 
b: Own calculations based on interaction terms. 
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a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 



























Dedicated savings account for high school students with 
compulsory savings between 5-50€/month and deposits matched at 
a rate of 4 to 1. Maximum savings of €2,000 matched for a 
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financial aid  
(United 
States) 






























a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 



























(United States)  
Annual grant of max $3.000 (for 2-year colleges) 
or max $6.000 (for 4-year colleges) to cover 
tuition 
-Students must submit FAFSA to receive HOPE 
(but do not have to be eligible) 
-Eligibility with near-average high school GPA 
































(United States)  
Between $910-$1714 in annual renewable tuition 
aid (roughly a 20% reduction in costs) 
-Not need-based 
-Eligibility with top 25% score in own school 





















(United States)  
Tuition and fee waiver, averaging $1900 per year 
but amount offset by other aids received (not 
cumulative with Pell)  
-Not need-based but application differs by 
parental income (easier for middle/high-income) 
-Eligibility with at least a 3.0 GPA (B) in high 
school graduation 
-Renewable conditional on maintaining a 3.0 GPA 








Enrolment (any) 30a -2.7 




(United States)  
Fee subsidy of maximum $9,036 - $9,420 per year 
-Need-based: income and assets below specific 
limits 





Enrolment (any) ~87 +4.2** 




aid programs,  
(United States)  
Strong merit aid - defined as not having too 
restrictive eligibility requirements and providing 
relatively large awards 
Non-White or 
Hispanic men 
Enrolment (any) 63.5a -1.99*** 
Non-White or 
Hispanic Women 





Trento 5B grant 
(Italy) 
Annual grant of €1,200-€4,800  
-Need-based 







a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 


























(United States)  
Additional grant in first year of enrolment of 
$1,000 per semester, conditional on:  
-being enrolled for at least 6 credits 














University of New 
Mexico 
(United States)  
Additional grant of $1,000 per semester for 4 
consecutive semesters, conditional on:  
-being enrolled in at least 12 credit hours in 1st 
semester, and 15 credit hours in subsequent 
semesters 
-Maintaining a GPA of 2.0 (C) or higher 















Additional grants ranging from $1,000 to $4,000, 
for one semester or up to 2 years, conditional on: 
-Enrolment  
-Completion of at least 6 credit hours per semester 


















Financial incentives for teachers and students 
based on scores in advanced placement courses in 
high school: Students receive between $100 and 
$500 for each eligible course conditional on a 
score of 3 or above 
Low-income 

































National loan programs covering tuition costs with 
interest rates ranging from 2% to 6%, conditional 
on: 
- Being in one of the four poorest income 
quintiles; 
- Score at least 475 points in the national college 
admission test (PSU test) 
Students taking the 
college admission 
test in the lowest 
income quintile  
(N=84,605) 






Short-term loans to cover tuition fees for students 
admitted in a public university (have to be repaid 










a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 





























AOTC allowed tax-payers to deduct yearly up to 
$2,500 for up to four years of higher education. 
AOTC is partly refundable: a taxpayer who owes 
zero taxes can receive a check of up to $1,000. 
Low-income 19-
year-olds 










Tuition and Fees 
Deduction (TD) 
(United States)  
HTC allowed tax-payers to deduct yearly up to 
$1,500 of college expenses for up to 2 years; 
LLTC allowed tax-payers to deduct yearly up to 
$2,000 of college expenses an unlimited period of 
time; 
TD allowed tax-payers to deduct up to $4,000 of 
college expenses from adjusted gross income; 
Non-white men, 
aged 33-50 
Enrolment (any) 3.4a +2.0 
Non-white women, 
aged 33-50 
Enrolment (any) 6.7a +1.1b 
Parents had no 
college, men aged 
33-50 
Enrolment (any) 3.4a +0.9 
Parents had no 
college, women 
aged 33-50 
Enrolment (any) 6.7a -1.7b 
a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 



























Discount in tuition fees in community colleges 
based on residency: Annexion of municipalities 
making residents eligible for reduced tuition at a 
community college (in-district tuition); community 
colleges in Texas charged 63 percent more, on 






Associate degree  
(by 4 years) 
4.1a +0.3b 
Black high school 
graduates 
(N=204,448) 
Associate degree  
(by 4 years) 
4.1a +0.9**b 
a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 



























Annual grant, complementing Pell grant, of $1,800 




Associate degree  
(by 3 years) 
30 -1 






Annual grant of CAN$4,000 for maximum two 
years, with early commitment (deposited while 
student is in high school and provided conditional 




















Annual grant, complementing Pell grant, of $3,500 




Bachelor's degree  
(by 4 years, on-
time) 
16.3 +4.7** 
IV Alon  
(2007) 
Any federal, state 
or college grant 
(United States) 
An additional $1,000 in annual grant aid Black freshmen in 





(by 6 years) 
76 +3.2b*** 
Hispanic freshmen 






























Associate degree  
(by 5 years) 
17 -0.3 
Bachelor's degree 









Need-based grant covering the financial costs of 
college attendance through a mix of grant and 
work-study awards 
Low-income 
students admitted to 













An additional $1,000 in first year grant aid due to 










Any financial aid 
(United States) 
Increase in financial aid (on average + $374 in 


















Annual cash allowances of €1500, in addition to 
fee waivers Low-income grant applicant entering 
the first year of a 
bachelor's degree 
(N=10,951) 
Bachelor's degree  
















aid due to HEA98 
(United States) 
Ineligibility for federal financial aid due to HEA98 














Renewable tuition subsidy of $500 + monthly 
stipend of up to $120 (1984$) for World War II 
veterans 




a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 



























(United States)  
Loss of hope scholarship after first year in college 
because of GPA below the threshold for renewal. 
Annual grant up to $4,000 (in 4-year institutions) 
and up to $2,000 (in 2-year institutions), 
conditional on near-average high school GPA and 
ACT scores and maintaining a 2.75 or 3.0 GPA in 
college 
College freshmen 















Between $910-$1714 in annual renewable tuition 
aid (roughly a 20% reduction in costs) 
-Not need-based 













(by 4 years, on-
time) 
43.3a -1.5 






Strong merit aid - defined as not having too 
restrictive eligibility requirements and providing 




















(United States)  
In 2005, Annual grant up to $1,500 per year at a 
community college and up to $3,000 in 4-year 
institutions, renewable for up to five years, 
conditional on: 
-near-average high school GPA (3.0) and ACT 
scores (21) 







(by 3 years) 
6.6a -0.4 
Bachelor's degree 
(by 5 years) 
7.2a -3.8 
a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 



























(United States)  
Additional grant of $1,000 per semester for 4 
consecutive semesters, conditional on:  
-being enrolled in at least 12 credit hours in 1st 
semester, and 15 credit hours in subsequent 
semesters 
-Maintaining a GPA of 2.0 (C) or higher 















(United States)  
Additional grant of $900 per semester, or $600 per 
quarter, up to a maximum of $1800, conditional 
on:  
-Achieving a “C” or better in 12 or more credits 
-or a part-time award of $450 per semester/$300 































IV Alon  
(2007) 
Any federal, state 
or college loan 
(United States) 
An additional $1,000 in annual loan aid Black freshmen in 





(by 6 years) 
88a +0.2b 
Hispanic freshmen 










































(by 5 years) 
21a +1.0 
a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 




























Tuition and Fees 
Deduction (TD) 
(United States) 
HTC allowed tax-payers to deduct yearly up to 
$2,200 of college expenses for up to 2 years; 
LLTC allowed tax-payers to deduct yearly up to 
$2,000 of college expenses an unlimited period of 
time; 
TD allowed tax-payers to deduct up to $4,000 of 
college expenses from adjusted gross income 
Black college 
students who had 






(by 6 years) 
41.6a +9.7*** 



























Accounts in New 
Brunswick 
(Canada) 
-40 hours of after-school project activities with 
enhanced career education and focused 
information on post-secondary studies over a 3-
year period 
- Annual grant of CAN$4,000 for maximum two 
years, with early commitment (deposited while 
student is in high school and provided conditional 




from 10th grade 
(N=1,148) 















-250 hours of education 
-250 hours of developmental activities 
-250 hours of service each year from 9th grade to 
high school graduation.  
-$1.00 - $1.33 per hour for participating and a 




from 9th grade 
(N=158) 








-250 hours of education 
-250 hours of developmental activities 
-250 hours of service each year from 9th grade to 
high school graduation.  
-$1.00 - $1.33 per hour for participating and a 








55.8 +7.4**  
Enrolment at 2-













Scholars (LOS) & 
Century Scholars 
(CS) programs  
(United States) 
LOS: Combination of outreach in disadvantaged 
high schools, financial aid ($4,000 per year) and 












CS: combination of outreach in disadvantaged 
high schools, financial aid ($5,000 per year for 
four years) and support service during college in 

















Combination a college coaching (outreach) and 
financial aid program, covering the gap between 
the direct cost of enrollment and aid from other 
sources, offered to students for making a 
seamless, immediate transition between high 






















Comprehensive program that included counseling, 




from 9th grade 
Site 1: Regent’s 
Park 
(N=1,274) 









from 9th grade 
Site 2: Rexdale 
(N=737)  















Combination of financial support (up to $20,000 
of scholarship) and individualized advising, both 
at college entrance and throughout the duration of 
postsecondary enrollment 
High-achieving low-































Accounts (LA) in 
New Brunswick 
(Canada) 
-40 hours of after-school project activities with 
enhanced career education and focused 
information on post-secondary studies over a 3-
year period 
- Annual grant of CAN$4,000 for maximum two 
years, with early commitment (deposited while 



















-250 hours of education 
-250 hours of developmental activities 
-250 hours of service each year from 9th grade to 
high school graduation.  
-$1.00 - $1.33 per hour for participating and a 








(at age 25) 
7.1 -0.3 
Bachelor's degree 
(at age 25) 
2.0 +1.1 
RCT Scrivener 






Combination of counselling, tutoring, special 
courses, and financial support (tuition waiver, 
MetroCard and free textbooks) based on a full-















Scholars (LOS) & 
Century Scholars 
(CS) programs  
(United States) 
LOS: Combination of outreach in disadvantaged 
high schools, financial aid ($4,000 per year) and 











(by 6 years) 
2.0 +1.5*** 
CS: combination of outreach in disadvantaged 
high schools, financial aid ($5,000 per year for 
four years) and support service during college in 





















Combination of need-based grant covering the 
financial costs of college attendance – through a 
mix of grant and work-study awards – and 
additional support services, such as mentoring by 
faculty and peers, career advice, professional 
development opportunities, and social events 
Low-income 
students admitted to 














Combination of financial support (up to $20,000 of 
scholarship) and individualized advising, both at 
college entrance and throughout the duration of 
postsecondary enrollment 
High-achieving low-




(by 6 years) 
60.5 +19.2* 
a: Refers to the whole control group, not specific to disadvantaged students. 
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